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President Alvaro Arzu visited Cuba Oct. 4-6 to sign accords with the government of President Fidel
Castro. While in Havana, he confirmed his attendance at the Nov. 15-16 Ibero-American Summit.
Arzu re-established diplomatic relations with Cuba in January after a 37-year hiatus, then opened
the Guatemalan Embassy in Havana in July. Some ultraconservatives in Guatemala criticized Arzu
for his accommodation with Cuba and for making the trip.
But Arzu, a conservative, spoke of the need to create solidarity among Latin American nations, and
to have commercial and other contacts with all nations in the globalized economy. In September,
Vice President Luis Flores Asturias traveled to Cuba with a large delegation of Guatemalan business
leaders interested in increasing trade links and investment opportunities, particularly in the tourism
sector.
Despite the breakdown of diplomatic relations since 1962, Guatemala had maintained commercial
relations with Cuba. Exports to Cuba principally of beer, cooking oil, disinfectants, and fungicides
have been on the rise since 1993, reaching US$2.4 million in 1996 and US$4.2 million in 1997.
During his visit, Flores signed several agreements with Castro on economic and trade matters, antidrug cooperation, maritime transport, agricultural pest control, and a joint tourism scheme to attract
tourists to Cuban beach resorts and Guatemalan Mayan sites.
Other agreements will bring 330 Cuban sports advisors to Guatemala where they will work with
an equal number of municipalities to develop amateur athletics. Arzu thanked Cuban officials for
the medical assistance sent to Guatemala after Hurricane Mitch struck in late 1998. More than 400
Cuban doctors and paramedics are still in Guatemala, working in some of the most remote areas of
the country, Arzu said.
Cuba promised Arzu to increase the number of scholarships for Guatemalan medical students
studying in Cuba. Prisoners could serve out time at home Castro also agreed to send home three
Guatemalans accused of terrorism if they are convicted. The three would be permitted to serve out
their sentences in Guatemala. Cuban prosecutors have asked for sentences ranging from 20 to 30
years for Nader Kamal Musalam, Jazid Ivan Fernandez Mendoza, and Maria Elena Gonzalez Meza
de Fernandez. They were arrested in 1997 and are waiting trial on charges of bringing explosives
into Cuba and conspiring to set off explosions in tourist sites.
The agreement would permit similar exchanges of convicted prisoners in the future. Two
Salvadorans received the death penalty in Cuba for bombings in 1997 (see NotiCen, 1999-03-25,
1999-04-22). The sentences have not been reduced nor has an exchange agreement been worked out
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between Cuba and El Salvador. El Salvador and Honduras are the only countries in Central America
that have not restored diplomatic relations with Cuba. Arzu also confirmed that he would attend the
Ibero-American Summit in November in Havana. He said the heads of state would be discussing
creating a solid front to meet the demands of a global economy dominated by great powers. The
"crucial theme" would be controlling financial speculation, he said. [Sources: Spanish News Service
EFE, 10/03/99; Excelsior (Mexico), Reuters, 10/06/99; Notimex, 07/19/99, 09/16/99, 10/02/99, 10/06/99;
Agence France-Presse, 10/04/99, 10/08/99]
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